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Abstract
Informed by a synthesis tradition this paper outlines research of contemporary use of Asynchronous
Communication Technology (ACT) in several facilities of a large manufacturing company, using an Action
Research methodology. The data, which was collected in an ethnographic style of observation and interviewing,
was analysed using hermeneutic circles of reference and then compared against Sclove’s (1996) definition of
democracy. In this particular implementation of ACT a very undemocratic technological cluster was revealed in
the analysis.
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INTRODUCTION
Differential influence of group members in Asynchronous Communication Technology (ACT) mediated
communication has predominated the Information Systems (IS) study of the impact of this cluster of technologies
on groups. However, the transactional component based analysis of this influence taken as a proxy for
democratic potential is weak, and this paper attempts to broaden the measures of democracy that could be useful
in analysing ACT’s, or any other Computer Mediated Communication (CMC) for that matter.
An eclectic literature survey illustrates some of the diverse dynamics in this area, and then this paper outlines a
study that was undertaken and evidence from that study about impacts on group interaction and decision making,
finally a set of measures from prior work by Sclove (1995) of democratic technologies are employed to illustrate
the holistic democratic impact of ACT’s as implemented in the study.

PRIOR LITERATURE
A tradition in the study of organisational technologies and a subsumed tradition within IS is the study of
differential influence of group members when their interaction is in some way mediated by a given technology.
Historically, no general consensus exists in the IS research as to whether differential influence is broadened or
narrowed by Asynchronous Communication Technology. For example, people with different backgrounds have
been found to be able to discuss things more freely (Sproull and Kiesler, 1986), whilst Adrianson and
Hjhelmquist found no difference between the equality of members in face to face communication and CMC
(computer mediated communication) (1991: 294). However, in contrast others have found that Email can lead to
more equal communication (Clausen 1991, Mason 1994)
It is difficult to bring group pressure to bear on someone who cannot see frowns of disapproval.
Communication by computer thus enhances the sense of personal freedom and individualism by reducing the
'existential' engagement of the self in its communication. (Feenberg, 1989:25).
From a social constructionism perspective, communication is organisation and therefore central to democracy and
politics, even from pragmatic philosophic positions that do not rely on this epistemology, communication is still
seen as a significant part of organisational processes.
... communication forms a large part of planning and group decision-making activities (Rathwell and Burns,
1985: 257)
Decision making in a broader definition of significant, intentional, organisational change can be thought of as
taking place in the context of an ongoing conversation (Ford and Ford, 1995). From this perspective decision
making is a social phenomena and highly dependent on communication channels and systems. The importance of
the social influence orientation in decision making is reinforced by Barry and Watson (1996) who say
In organizational life, influence as goal-driven interpersonal behaviour is central to the attainment of
organizational objectives. At a macro level, political processes, including the exercise of influence, are
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mechanisms by which organizations resolve conflicts among competing interests... At a micro level,
individual actors seek to manage the opinions and activities of others in the pursuit of both individual and
organizational goals.
Harrison (1994) points out that the study of interrelationships in business, being the primary focus of research,
has been confined to hierarchical bureaucratic business structures, and in an increasingly democratic world the
conspicuous autocratic nature of hierarchical organisations is an irony, although there is a growth in alternative
forms of organisation (Eisenberg, 1994:275). There has been some progress on research of worker emancipation
where "foremost among the organizational antecedents (of empowerment) is the general adequacy of information
channels running throughout the system" (Albrecht, 1988 quoted in Chiles & Zorn, 1995:18).
Asynchronous Communication Technology (ACT) has democratising potential, anything that mediates human
communication is prima facie a political tool.
Electric circuitry has overthrown the regime of ‘time’ and ‘space’ and pours upon us instantly and
continuously the concerns of all other men. It has reconstituted dialogue on a global scale. Its message is
Total Change. (McLuhan and Fiore, 1967:16)
On the other hand ACT could be used to control a workforce or population (Kummer, 2003:26), to monitor
personal contact, to create a dictatorship. However, there is some argument that ACT’s could be said to have a
structural vacuum (McLuhan and Powers, 1989)(Wellington, 2003), and have limited affect on social and
political processes.
The concept of a more democratic or less coercive medium has been prominent in the literature and empirically
researched as status effect minimisation and social influence. However, holistic studies into the political influence
of ACT’s have been minimal in the mainstream IS literature. The need for study in this area has been best
explained, in a complete argument, by Richard Sclove within a chapter of the book Resisting Virtual Life: The
Culture and Politics of Information (1995). Sclove argues that strong democracy needs to be designed into
technological clusters within our community and working lives. The somewhat tautological but persuasive
argument starts from the premise that technologies have focal and non-focal impacts on social and political
structures in communities, a not too dissimilar argument to McLuhan’s concept of ‘reversal’ (1989), Sproull and
Keisler (1991) describe a similar concept, second order effects, while Kaufer and Carley (1996) describe it as an
evolved effect. Sclove explains this as;
Technologies don’t merely deliver sundry consumer benefits (not to mention sundry hazards and irritations);
they constitute part of a society’s core political infrastructure. Technologies do this by establishing an
intricate and pervasive network of structurally consequential social influences, opportunities, constraints,
and inducements. (Sclove, 1995:88)
Specifically, Sclove points to a specific problem that technological democratisation could solve, that of “the
decline of face-to-face community and the degraded nature of work,”. Sclove does not leave us in a critical
stasis, as he proposes a provisional set of design criteria for democratic technologies described in the results
below. It should be noted that Sclove suggests that we cannot treat technologies as separate but must analyse
them and treat them in clusters. From this perspective it is paramount that we understand technologies from a
social context perspective because ‘a’ technology is not in existence by itself, but part of an interacting cluster
within a social use context. Or, as supported by Rob Kling, technological artefacts are not “discrete entities” but
so closely related to the organisational setting that it makes no sense to pry them apart (1991). Berg also
persuades us to study the “web of computing: or the ensemble of artifacts, skills, applications, and infrastructure
that constitute the technical systems whose functions are not predetermined but only evolve within specific
sociopolitical contexts” (1998:465).
Barnes (1988) says that the nature of power is a characteristic of the distribution of knowledge, and it has also
been commented that;
Power in organisations is based on what and who people know. Access to information is vital to those
responsible for managing business operations. Electronic systems make it possible to distribute that
information widely, cheaply and quickly. They can lead to much unsupervised information sharing. Networkbased communications allow people to bypass traditional information gate-keepers and access information
sources directly. These systems ignore traditional hierarchical levels by giving equal status to messages from
all participants. Employees, through networking with others, may well be able to piece together more about
the company than management would see as desirable. (Birchall and Lyons, 1995:89)
Some of the preliminary findings of studies into Email have suggested that there is some status effect
minimisation (Sproull and Kiesler 1986, Clausen 1991, Mason 1994), and perhaps Email does provide a more
democratic forum than traditional forms of communication in hierarchical bureaucracies simply because of the
ease of access to other individuals.
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RESEARCH PROJECT
The work here represents an extension of the theory developed from a longitudinal research project employing a
Participatory Action Research methodology. The field research ran over an eighteen month period that formed
the basis for a doctoral thesis (Wellington, 2003) but has not otherwise been published. The research participants
were overtly and covertly encouraged to direct the process and topic of the research to enable theory grounded in
practice to emerge. Ethnographic interviews and observation formed the basis for the data, 12 taped interviews
were hermeneutically compared against notes from a further 16 non recorded interviews and extensive
observation notes from attending 16 formal business process improvement meetings and numerous informal
meetings over the research period.
Do Asynchronous Communication Technologies Have a Political Effect?
(Nb: evidence presented with pseudonyms in place of real names)
Decision Making
Much has been said about Email and decision making in the literature, surprisingly, very little association was
drawn by the participants in any cycles of this research to Email and decision making. At one site Email was said
to improve the information gathering in the decision process, otherwise, the decision process was unchanged.
The organisation was not said to be more democratic; however, some individuals did perceive that they were
involved in contributing more information to decision making. Most participants that made specific comments
about decision making and Email were quite adamant that it did not change the decision making process at all.
No I don't think there has been any change. The way I see it, Email is only a tool to provide information it's
not really going to change the way you have to decide things. You still need to look at all the information .. a
big part of making the best decision.
It was only with a little digging that they owned up to being able to get more information through Email.
Robert:

whether you think it affected your... the way that you did your job or your decision making
specifically using Email. Do you think that Email has changed your decision processes
individually?

Tim:

Not my decision processes, because I still prefer to have all of the inputs that I need before I
make a decision. I use it as a tool to get some inputs when I know... it takes out a delay factor
you can use timing to your advantage by having a message with someone who knows the way...
and comes back. But I don't rely on it to do all of the work in that sense in that sense because
there is a danger that you will lose time.

However, it was also clear that gaining consensus through Email was not easy:
... and so everyone can be watching this ping pong going back until they see an opportunity when they need
to step in and say something, and then they will come into the network as well, into the discussion. It makes
for quite interesting reading if you print it all off, but unfortunately it doesn't seem to be a good way, it
doesn't seem to be a very effective way of drawing things to a decision yet. You always get the point though
where you need to ring the person concerned and talk it through with them rather than trying to do it on
Email. It is quite easy to just flick back another comment and it flicks back again.
And with regard to status effect minimisation, most participants did not see a difference between physical
meetings and ad hoc Email groups, or found the comparison difficult, while one person saw there were subtle
differences:
Melanie:

I think that they would have been made, but in a different manner, possibly longer, possibly
with a little more influence from one person than another, but then it's same again if someone
doesn't feel strongly enough to reply

Robert:

So it hasn't changed the fact that someone might dominate the decision?

Melanie:

Not really, some things yeah, ... a meeting people point of view where you have one person that
will talk a group of people down, this way you can have more than... you get the immediate
feedback, people don't seem to feel quite so threatened about presenting their ideas.

Internal discussion process
The overheads required to become accustomed to a new process of facilitating discussion, compared with the use
of an existing communication arrangement were perceived to be significant. Individuals had to contemplate the
process of changing the behaviour of other organisational members, and in most cases they chose the path of
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least resistance and used existing metaphors, rules, and norms, to undertake electronic discussion. Email was
preferred over discussion lists, and dyadic communication more prominent than group communication.
Diplomacy and ‘arse covering’
Email was used by participants to convey blunt orders, and for recrimination avoidance. From a context and
historic perspective, these communication processes were undertaken using traditional methods {memorandum
for internal, letter for external} before the advent of Email.
There was evidence that Email was perceived to be a nuisance to the prioritising process, in that managers would
be engaged in activity and along would come an Email that would distract them. The evidence was mixed among
the layers of the organisation. The executive managers at the inception of the project felt that this was a
significant problem, but the line managers had very little complaint with Email as a distraction. One incident that
was important in moderating this concept was in attempting to contact a number of the line managers. In the first
instance I used the telephone to contact the managers, on numerous occasions this failed to get a response (from
synchronous or asynchronous communication); however, Email was invariably successful in obtaining a prompt
reply. A response that I got from one manager was that he was trying to get some work completed and he didn’t
want the office staff to know that he was in his office. His telephone traffic was observable to the office staff,
whilst his Email traffic was opaque.
Email was likewise used to avoid direct confrontation. In two instances participants admitted to disliking the
behaviour of some of the other staff, where they send an Email rather than do the work themselves, at the same
time as recognising an occasional similarity in their own behaviour.

ACT’S AS DEMOCRATIC TECHNOLOGIES
My choice of the PAR method and an ethnographic style allowed me to both discover the reality of ACT’s in
terms of democracy, but also to assist the other participants to make the system more democratic. In this research
I had been led to believe through the prior research that Email specifically had the potential of making systems
more democratic, mostly by reducing social influence and status effect. The following reflective analysis of
Email and ACT’s generally goes beyond this initial perception of the effect of ACT’s on a social system, taking
the design criteria of Sclove (1995) and fully embracing the interpretive perspective that the technology is
socially constructed, we can look at the behaviour of the communicators, the administrators of the system, the
organisational members who were not communicators, the management staff, and the technicians that serviced
the system locally and that had contact with the users. The result of this analysis, shown below, is that the
system was not democratically constructed nor maintained.
Democracy of Technology Criteria (Sclove, 1995:98) analysis
Seek balance between communitarian/cooperative, individualised, and intercommunity technologies.
•

Avoid technologies that establish authoritarian social relationships.

Email did not appear to change existing communication patterns. Those relationships that existed previously,
supported by the telephone or interdisciplinary process improvement groups, were supported using Email. Email
enabled faster and more efficient communication between participating individuals, which in turn may reduce the
relative effectiveness of the communication between users and non users of the Email facilities.
The public folder file system allowed privileged access to information; however, folder names were transparent
to all users of Email, therefore allowing visibility of structure or topic across many levels, functions, and business
types nationally.
Email and file sharing ACT’s did not diminish authoritarian social relationships, and in some instances of
operational floor staff, perpetuated them.

Toward democratic work
•

Seek a diverse array of flexibly schedulable, self-actualizing technological practices.

•

Avoid meaningless, debilitating, or otherwise autonomy-impairing technological practices.

The calendaring system within the office productivity package was an autonomy impairing technological
practice.
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The need for operations staff to leave their work at a regular time each day to read their Email could be regarded
as autonomy impairing; however, because they chose when to do this, they are perhaps creating a flexible
schedule.
Other meaningless technological debilitating practices were evident, in that local system administration personnel
had very limited control of the system, where control was handled centrally on a corporate level. The creation of
users, Email accounts, or access to certain servers were all tasks that the local technicians had to submit requests
for. One comment by a senior member of the staff that they “...used to buy the industry magazines but didn’t
bother any more because they were not allowed to implement anything even if they did have a good idea”
highlighted the frustration these staff coped with.

Toward democratic politics
•

Seek technologies that can help enable disadvantaged individuals and groups to participate fully in
social and political life.

•

Avoid technologies that support illegitimately hierarchical power relations between groups,
organizations, or polities.

At the operational level, access to Email was more difficult than at the operations management, facility
management, R&D management, and upper management groups. At this level a difference existed, but one that
was supported by the legitimacy of the task and operations of the organisation. However, the hierarchical power
relationship between the corporate level and the facility level did seem to be ill-conceived and inhibit the normal
functioning of the technicians and limit the service they could provide to the user group.

To help secure democratic self governance
•

Restrict the distribution of potentially adverse consequences (eg., environmental or social harms) to
within the boundaries of local political jurisdictions.

•

Seek relative local economic self-reliance.

•

Avoid technologies that promote dependency and loss of local autonomy. Seek technologies (including
an architecture of public space) compatible with globally aware, egalitarian political decentralization
and federation.

The one piece of evidence that suggests an increase in local autonomy and any relationship to a public space is
the use of usenet groups by the operations staff to maintain their industrial equipment software.
Local economic self reliance was evident at the business unit level, but not the facility level to the same extent.
The Stategic Marketing Unit (SMU) project was the result of the intention to create further enhancements of a
matrix structure within a geographically dispersed strategic business unit. The technology was developed to
integrate the separate SMU facilities rather than create facility autonomy.
The Public Folder system had the potential to become a worthwhile public space. However, limitations on the
creation of folders and resources meant that it was administered in an authoritarian way rather than a democratic
way.

To help perpetuate democratic social structures
•

Seek ecological sustainability.

•

Avoid technologies that are ecologically destructive of human health, survival, and the perpetuation of
democratic institutions.

•

Seek local technological flexibility and global technological pluralism.

The organisation was not democratic, and the technology supported the perpetuation of existing non democratic
institutionalised practices. Local technological flexibility was limited, and incompatibilities of software versions
and operating systems limited technological pluralism.
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CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION
According to Sclove’s definition of a democratic technology, and a reflection of this particular instance of it,
Email and other ACT’s have the potential to be very undemocratic technologies. Given the nature of the
centralised control at a corporate level, this instance may be an extreme example. However, having been
involved in three academic institutions, and two business organisations, I recognise a high level of similarity with
some aspects of operations. Particularly that prepackaged generic office automation systems have a low level of
interactivity at the user level to alter system level conditions. The creation of a public space is one aspect that
becomes difficult with our existing tools, certainly we can create shared spaces on network drives and servers;
however, under resource constraints and budgetary and security protocols there is a reluctance to allow any
public control. A previous version of the office productivity tool I use currently allowed for customised ‘views’;
however, this feature has not been employed in the current version, if it is even still available.
The attempt to train employees in the basic and advanced aspects of Email illustrate an aspect of Metastructuring
(Orlikowski et al, 1994) presented:
the deliberate, organizationally-sanctioned intervention within the context of use which helps to adapt a new
communication technology to that context, modifies the context as appropriate to accommodate use of the
technology, and facilitates the ongoing usefulness of the technology over time.
This concept relies on the object / context distinction that has often been questioned. Even without questioning
the objectivity of technology, in this case it is the context that is being modified to accommodate the use of the
technology, using training sessions etc., rather than the modification of the technology to suite the social context.
Without attempting to separate the communication acts conducted over ACT’s from the formation,
implementation, and maintenance of the technological system that we call Email, even with this softening of the
previous analysis, from this evidence it is suggested that ACT’s are undemocratic in a centrally administered
form of implementation.
From globalisation and market force perspectives, it could simply be that with more mobile (Kummer, 2003), and
cheaper technologies (Malone, 2005), we could end up with a “..move, toward more and more of these
decentralized decision making structures.”(Malone, 2005:1), but at present democracy seems to be on hold.
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